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[The author writes for the International Weekly Edition of the Gazeta Mercantil, a Sao Paulo-based
financial newspaper]
The suit filed by the residents of the Brazilian city of Paulinia against a subsidiary of Anglo-Dutch
oil and chemical group Royal Dutch/Shell was bolstered last month when the secretary of health
of Sao Paulo state backed a report concluding that residents who live near the site of a former
pesticide factory operated by Shell Quimica suffer "chronic contamination" from industrial waste.
The evaluation was carried out by the mayor's office in Paulinia (a small city 130 km northwest of
the city of Sao Paulo). The report, released Aug. 23, found that 88 of the 181 people tested suffer toxic
damage and unacceptable levels of at least one metal or pesticide in their bloodstream.
Elizeu Diniz, adjunct director of the Centro de Vigilancia Sanitaria (CVS) a state agency in charge
of protecting the public from health hazards said the technical analysis carried out by the CVS and
the Instituto Adolfo Lutz confirmed the necessity of relocating the residents of the Recanto dos
Passaros neighborhood where Shell operated the pesticide factory from 1974 to 1995. "Shell is the
confessed culprit in the environmental contamination, and it must relocate the population from the
contaminated area," said Diniz.
While the multinational has questioned the technical basis of the examination, it has agreed to
purchase the residents' homes and property and offered free medical assistance at the Albert
Einstein Hospital.

Factory operated in the area for twenty years
After closing its pesticide factory in Paulinia in 1995, Shell informed local authorities that the soil
and groundwater at the factory were contaminated, but not the surrounding area. It was not until
this year, however, that the mayor's office carried out a medical examination of the inhabitants of
the Recanto dos Passaros neighborhood where high doses of heavy metals, organochlorides, and
toxins from the drin family (Aldrin, Endrin and Dieldrin) were discovered.
The analysis, completed July 11, found the presence of Aldrin in 20 people and two variants of
Endrin-Aldehyde and Ketone in seven people. The analysis also found alpha BHC in four people,
beta BHC in four, DDT in 44, and heptachlor in one person. In the case of heavy metals, higherthan-average amounts of lead were found in 60 people, copper in 13, zinc in 22, and aluminum in 50.
Compounding the residents' worries, 28 of the 50 children under 15 who were tested were found to
suffer chronic contamination from these substances. Contamination could result in such ailments as
tumors, neurological problems, and hepatic disorders, the report said.
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"Some children could have difficulties learning how to write when they enter school because of
the chemical intoxication," said Claudia Regina Guerreiro, a medical toxicologist. The report also
revealed hepatic and thyroid tumors as well as neurological, gastrointestinal, and skin alterations
among residents of the neighborhood. "We are not gong to wait for Shell to make a statement. We
are going to get the analyses and take them to court," said Vicente de Paulo Souza, president of the
Recanto dos Passaros neighborhood association after the report was published.

Shell on the defensive
After local authorities made public the report, Shell went on the defensive and questioned its
conclusions. In an official statement, the company said that it did not know "the basis used to arrive
at the conclusions in the document from the state secretary of health." The statement also said, "The
text that was delivered is nothing more than a list of unsubstantiated conclusions and insinuations
that attempt to blame Shell for toxins in products that were never...handled by the former pesticide
plant operated by Shell Quimica. This fact is well-known by the authorities."
Shell accused the mayor's office of using low benchmarks to measure the contamination compared
to those recommended by the World Health Organization (WHO). Shell carried out its own blood
tests on 159 residents from the affected neighborhood, which showed no toxic substances present,
and it hired a physician to present its case. "The problem is in the interpretation of the data," said
Flavio Zambrone, a toxicologist hired by the company.
In Zambrone's view, of the 17 pesticides produced by the plant, ten were not part of the report, four
were not found, and three were detected. And of those three, the levels found were not a cause for
alarm. A physician from the Universidade de Sao Paulo (USP) has contested the results of the Shellsponsored test. Dr. Anthony Wong, head of the USP toxicology department, said at a city council
meeting that the company "played down the possibility of intoxication."
While Shell at first attempted to avoid complying with the ruling from the local authorities that it
had to pay to move the residents of the Recanto dos Passaros neighborhood, by the end of August it
had changed its position.
"The company is open to the possibility of acquiring the land from those who are feeling
uncomfortable in the face of the psychological terrorism created by the sensationalist way that the
issue is being treated by local authorities," the company said in an official release. Industrial waste
disposal a headache for large firms Shell is not the only firm suffering from its past waste- disposal
practices. A number of large firms, including DuPont, BASF AG, Texaco, DaimlerChrysler, and
Johnson & Johnson, are working with state authorities to clean up an industrial waste dump located
close to Campinas in Sao Paulo state.
The state environmental agency Centro Tecnologico de Saneamento Basico (CETESB) and the
attorney general's office reached an agreement with 53 companies to contribute part of the US
$740,000 needed to research a 20,000 sq meter area and take emergency measures to clean it
up. Ironically, these same companies had paid subcontractors hefty amounts to dispose of their
industrial wastes. "It was not a small amount that we paid at the time to see that our waste was
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adequately disposed of," said Nicesio Cascone, director of the DuPont factory in Paulinia. In all, the
company paid US$1.2 million for the transport and incineration of its waste material.
At the landfill owned and operated by Mantovani, a company specializing in industrial-waste
disposal, runoff from 150,000 tons of dangerous waste is leaking through the dump's protective seal
and entering underground reservoirs. "Indicators show the presence of ethylene chloride in a well
at a neighboring site," said Helio Nascimento Ungari, a CETESB manager in Campinas. The solvent
is considered carcinogenic by the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC). "We do not
consider ourselves responsible for the leaking, but even so we will help," said Cascone, who said
that DuPont contracted Mantovani based on the CETESB's recommendation.
Company owner Waldemar Mantovani was sentenced to pay for cleanup of the landfill in 1996.
But the sentence was never enforced because of difficulties in determining the cost of the cleanup
and the few assets held by Mantovani. State authorities then went after the companies responsible
for producing the pollutants since national environmental legislation states that "the polluter
is obligated, independently of the existence of guilt, to pay compensation or to repair damages
inflicted on the environment and third parties caused by the polluter's activity."

Is Paulinia the next Cubatao?
The case of Shell and the cleanup of toxic landfills has led to comparisons between Paulinia and
the industrial town of Cubatao, in Sao Paulo state. Cubatao gained fame as Brazil's most polluted
industrial region in the 1950s and 1960s because of the amount of toxic waste produced in the area.
Despite ambitious cleanup programs, Cubatao still has high levels of pollution. Sao Paulo state
authorities carried out a thorough environmental study in Paulinia. Those responsible for the study
say it is a mistake to compare Paulinia to Cubatao.
"Comparing Paulinia with Cubatao is not justifiable. We do not have chaos, and it is not a saturated
region," said Claudio Alonso, coordinator of environmental diagnostics at CETESB. The study,
which included water, soil, and air samples, found that, apart from a few focal points such as the
Recanto dos Passaros neighborhood, the country's largest petrochemical hub is capable of receiving
more investments. While more investments are likely to continue flowing into the industrial area,
more residents will have to leave unless proper, safe, and lasting disposal and monitoring of
industrial waste can be achieved.

-- End --
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